Alcohol and opioid peptides: neuropharmacological rationale for physical craving of alcohol.
Until recently alcoholism was regarded as an incurable psychological problem. During the last decade a chain of research has led to important hypotheses about the etiology of the physical craving of alcohol. Recent discoveries indicate that the brain has receptor sites for naturally occurring opiatelike substances (endorphins, enkephalins, and dynorphins) which are produced by the nervous system. Opiates such as morphine or heroin and some of the metabolic products of alcohol (tetrahydroisoquinolines) can also attach themselves to these receptors. It has been further discovered that the physiological craving for alcohol may be the result of a deficiency of the naturally occurring opiatelike substances as well as other neurochemical deficits (i.e., dopaminergic, GABAergic, and serotonergic). These neurochemical deficits can occur genetically or as a result of long-term heavy drinking.